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THREATS FROM THE OLD ORDER 

The Dismantling of State Shintō 

Chan Li Ting, Yale-NUS College 

State Shintō featured prominently in Japanese politics between the 

years 1868 and 1945. With Shintō beliefs first used as a form of 

justification of the Meiji Emperor’s reign in 1868, Shintō became 

institutionalized as a national faith. However, Shintō beliefs about the 

divinity of the Emperor, as well as alleged ideas about the superiority 

of the Japanese people and land, were then accused by the Allied 

Powers as the roots of Japan’s militarism and ultranationalism during 

World War II. Therefore, after the Japanese surrendered, the United 

States occupied Japan and forced the Japanese government to dismantle 

State Shintō by issuing the Directive for the Disestablishment of State 

Shintō. However, can we assume that State Shintō was the primary 

cause in Japan’s militarism and ultranationalism? This essay seeks to 

answer this question by examining the Directive’s stated motivations 

and analyzing the wording of clauses that respond to these specific 

motivations. It argues that the portrayal of State Shintō in the 

Directive reveals the United States’ distrust of a government that 

involved itself in a state religion, therein reflecting a threat that State 

Shintō had posed to the Western political system that advocated the 

separation of church and state. It thus argues that State Shintō, while 

no doubt a factor in Japan’s militarism and ultranationalism, had been 

portrayed such that it became a convenient scapegoat, and that further 

research should be conducted to unveil the underlying motivations 

behind the call for its disestablishment.
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Beginning with the formation of the Shinto 

Section in the Council of State in 1868, State Shintō 

had been established by the Meiji administration to 

unite Japan under the rule of the Meiji emperor. 

However, the resulting extreme loyalty to the 

Japanese emperor and the Japanese nation has been 

thought to have caused the militaristic and 

ultranationalistic tendencies that precipitated the 

Pacific War. The fall of the Japanese Empire in 1945 

was thus accompanied by the demise of State Shintō 

– a consequence of the Directive for the 

Disestablishment of State Shinto. 1  Yet, to what 

extent is State Shintō culpable for this alleged rise in 

militarism and ultranationalism? In this paper, I will 

argue that such an attribution to State Shintō is in 

part a projection of the Allies’ secularistic political 

beliefs – particularly that of the United States which 

was the primary occupying force in post-World War 

II Japan – and that State Shintō was described in a 

manner that was convenient for it to be pitted 

against the prevailing Western political order. I will 

analyze the motivations that led to the issuance of 

the Directive, and examine how State Shintō was 

perceived to have fueled these ultranationalistic and 

militaristic tendencies by analyzing some of its key 

components.  

In the Directive, State Shintō is defined as the 

“branch of Shintō (Kokka Shintō or Jinja Shintō) 

which by official acts of the Japanese Government 

has been differentiated from the religion of Sect 

Shintō.” 2  Beginning with the Meiji period, the 

Japanese government funded selected Shintō shrines 

                                                             
1 Helen Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 

Studies in Church and State 2 (Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1989), 6. 
2  General Headquarters, “Translations and Official 

Documents: The Shinto Directive,” Contemporary 

Religions in Japan 1, no. 2 (1960): 85–89. 

and mandated certain Shintō rituals to be 

performed by all Japanese citizens.3 Shintō doctrine 

was also used to legitimize the rule of the Japanese 

Imperial Family during the Meiji Restoration.4 State 

Shintō, as its namesake suggests, thus described a 

previously religious institution that had the full 

backing of the Japanese political leaders. However, 

throughout the course of its existence there 

remained many debates on whether State Shintō 

was religious or non-religious – partly because state 

rituals could be perceived as ‘cultural’, and partly 

because of the existence of Sect Shintō (Sect Shintō 

was thought to be separate from government and 

acknowledged to be religious).5 

This relationship between Shintō and the 

Japanese government was problematic for Japan’s 

occupier, the United States. While the Japanese 

government had explicitly mandated the practice of 

Shintō, it was not so in the United States, where the 

Christian church was strictly separated from 

matters of governance. 6 As much as the United 

States was a “Christian” nation, it had never been 

under the purview of a state church. In fact, the 

First Amendment necessitated the separation of 

church and state, whereby “Congress shall make no 

law respecting an establishment of religion, or 

                                                             
3 Stuart D. B. Picken, “State Shinto and the Post-1945 

Situation,” in Sourcebook in Shinto: Selected 

Documents, Resources in Asian Philosophy and 

Religion (Westport, Conn: Praeger, 2004), 87–122. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Robert Booth Fowler et al., “Religion and Political 

Culture in America: The Historical Legacy,” in Religion 

and Politics in America: Faith, Culture, and Strategic 

Choices, Third (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 

2004), 5–26. 
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prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” 7  The 

prevailing opinion among the Christian majority 

then had been that “the only way to get [religious 

freedom] for themselves was to grant it to all 

others.”8 Religious freedom from the state was of 

foremost importance, hence the emphasis on a 

deliberate distancing of state from religion. The 

interference of Japanese politics in the religious 

affairs of its citizens therefore flew directly in the 

face of such American political ideals. 

As such, the Directive, written in English by 

the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers, was 

issued on 15 December 1945 to cleanly separate the 

state from Shintō.9 The document is important not 

just because of the changes it made to the 

politico-religious landscape in post-war Japan, but 

also because it demonstrates how the Allied Powers 

perceived State Shintō’s influence in Showa Japan’s 

ultranationalism and militarism. State Shintō had 

often been portrayed by contemporary Western 

scholarship for being a religious vehicle through 

which the Japanese government facilitated a 

“nationalistic unification” by a “deification of the 

political might of the military state.”10Religions in 

Japan, a subsequent report issued by the same 

department in 1948, served to further the Allies’ 

                                                             
7 Ibid. 
8  Sydney Mead, “From Coercion to Persuasion: 

Another Look at the Rise of Religious Liberty and the 

Emergence of Denominationalism,” in The Lively 

Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in America 

(Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2007), 

35. 
9 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 136. 
10  Daniel C. Holtom, Modern Japan and Shinto 

Nationalism: A Study of Present-Day Trends in 

Japanese Religions, Revised Edition (New York: 

Paragon Book Reprint Corporation, 1963), 28-65. 

understanding of the religious landscape in Japan, 

and hence is useful in illustrating the Allies’ 

perception of State Shintō.  The Allies’ stated 

purpose in issuing the Directive is fourfold: first, to 

“free the Japanese people from . . . compulsion to 

believe in a religion or cult officially designated by 

the state;” second, to “lift . . . the burden of 

compulsory financial support of an ideology;” third, 

to “prevent recurrence of the perversion of Shintō 

theory and belief into militaristic and 

ultranationalistic propaganda designed to delude the 

Japanese people and lead them into wars of 

aggression;” and fourth, to “assist the Japanese 

people in a rededication of their national life to 

building a new Japan based upon ideals of perpetual 

peace and democracy.”11 

From the first aim, we can tell that the Allies 

considered State Shintō to be a religion. It is also 

defined as a “national cult officially sponsored by the 

government” 12  in Religions in Japan, and was 

described as the “state religion” by Daniel C. 

Holtom, then a leading scholar on Japan. 13 

However, such a perception of State Shintō is based 

on the Western notion of religion and presumes to 

end the Japanese debate on it. Through the Meiji 

and Taishō administration and into the Showa era, 

Japanese scholars have wrestled with Shintō in 

relation to other religions – writer Takashima Beihō 

wrote in 1930 that “the Meiji governments declared 

that [State Shintō] shrines…were not the objects of 

religious faith,” and also points out that both 

                                                             
11  General Headquarters, “Translations and Official 

Documents: The Shinto Directive,” 85. 
12 William K. Bunce, Religions in Japan: Buddhism, 

Shinto, Christianity, 1st ed. (Rutland, Vermont and 

Tokyo, Japan: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1963), 107. 
13 Holtom, Modern Japan and Shinto Nationalism: A 

Study of Present-Day Trends in Japanese Religions, 5. 
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Buddhists and Christians “support[ed] the policy of 

such governments.”14 On the other hand, some saw 

the rites in State Shintō to be “profoundly 

religious,” 15  which Western scholars later 

appropriated as support for the religious nature of 

State Shintō. The clear distinctions that the Japanese 

government made between State and Sect Shintō 

also seemed to indicate a deliberate separation of 

what was perceived as religious from the 

non-religious – in 1882, for example, the Home 

Ministry banned state-supported shrines from 

conducting ‘religious’ rites such as funerals and 

from performing sermons.16 Whether State Shintō 

had crossed the line between religion and 

non-religion, therefore, was not clear-cut from the 

Japanese perspective. The Allies’ straightforward 

definition of State Shintō as religion or cult is thus 

puzzling. 

The third and fourth aims of the Directive on 

the other hand expose a suspicion of linking 

national identity to religious identity. While State 

Shintō was blamed for fueling ultranationalism 

among the Japanese citizens, the fourth aim of the 

Directive demonstrates that the Allies were not 

opposed to the Japanese having some form of 

national unity. The Directive thus appears to operate 

on the assumption that a national faith is capable of 

                                                             
14 Beihō Takashima, Tōkyō Nichi Shimbun, Feb. 3, 

1930, quoted in Daniel C. Holtom, The National Faith 

of Japan: A Study in Modern Shinto (London: Kegan 

Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd, 1938), 295. 
15  Setsuo Uenoda, Japan Advertiser, Oct. 21, 1938, 

quoted in Holtom, Modern Japan and Shinto 

Nationalism: A Study of Present-Day Trends in 

Japanese Religions, 48. 
16 Jason Ananda Josephson, The Invention of Religion 

in Japan (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 

2012), 159. 

bringing nationalism to its extreme form, whereas 

ideals such as democracy would not. Democracy was 

effectively set up as a force against State Shintō. 

This is further made evident in scholarship that 

paint Japan’s “ultranationalistic Shinto” as a 

reaction to Western democracy and secularization – 

Skya asserts that Shintō was a means for Japan to 

“destroy the Western secular democratic 

international world order.” 17  The conflation of 

democracy with secularism illustrates the Western 

political order’s hostility to state religion. The fact 

that State Shintō had its roots in spiritual elements 

and could be conceived of as a state religion thus 

made it an easy target for the democratizing forces 

of the West. 

From these three aims, we see a narrative 

emerging – one where the Western secularistic 

democracy wages war against a traditional state 

religiosity. This is evident in the Directive as well, 

which states that its purpose was “to separate 

religion from the state, to prevent misuse of religion 

for political ends, and to put all religions, faiths, and 

creeds upon exactly the same basis.”18 However, 

this narrative presumes that State Shintō is a 

religion. In line with the Japanese government’s 

portrayal of State Shintō as non-religious, Josephson 

argues that State Shintō was “a mandatory Shintō 

secular, concerned with government ritual.” 19  If 

State Shintō can also be perceived as Japan’s 

equivalent of the secular, it raises the question of 

why the Allies had chosen to construct it as a 

religious institution that was opposed to their 

                                                             
17  Walter A. Skya, Japan’s Holy War, Asia-Pacific 

(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2009), 

4. 
18 General Headquarters, “Translations and Official 

Documents: The Shinto Directive,” 88. 
19 Josephson, The Invention of Religion in Japan, 159. 
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secularized democracy. Answering this question is 

not within the scope of this paper, but considering 

the position of secularism in post-World War II 

Western society may be helpful in future studies on 

the dissolution of State Shintō. 

Keeping the motivations behind the Directive 

in mind, we can now analyze the way the Directive 

responded to State Shintō. I will be focusing on how 

the Directive defines militaristic and 

ultranationalistic ideology and guards against it. 

In Section 2.f., the Directive states that 

doctrines that taught the superiority of the Japanese 

Emperor, the Japanese people, and the Japanese 

islands over other entities had supported the cause 

of extending Japan’s “rule over other nations and 

peoples,” and were hence militaristic and 

ultranationalistic. 20  Militaristic and 

ultranationalistic ideology also included “any other 

doctrine which tends to delude the Japanese people 

into embarking upon wars of aggression or to 

glorify the use of force as an instrument for the 

settlement of disputes with other peoples.”21 The 

Directive targets such ideology specifically, stating 

that “all propagation and dissemination of [such] 

ideology in Shintō doctrines, practices, rites, 

ceremonies, or observations,” as well as those “of 

any other religion, sect, creed, or philosophy,” are 

“prohibited and will cease immediately.” 22  By 

appending a clause that extends this order to all 

other religions and beliefs, the Allied Powers 

acknowledge that militaristic and ultranationalistic 

ideology can also be found in other belief systems. 

This appears to indicate that the main target of the 

Directive was the ideology itself; State Shintō had 

                                                             
20 General Headquarters, “Translations and Official 

Documents: The Shinto Directive,” 89. 
21 Ibid, 89. 
22 Ibid, 86. 

merely been the vehicle through which it was 

disseminated.23  Most of the detailed provisions, 

however, dealt mainly with the prohibition of Shintō 

activities that were either mandated or sponsored by 

the government. No mention was made of 

regulating similar ideology in religious institutions 

that were unaffiliated to the Japanese 

administration. The terms of the Directive are hence 

vague in that, while condemning ultranationalistic 

and militaristic ideology under any circumstance, 

they do not explicitly provide concrete actions for 

institutions unaffiliated to the government. 

The Directive also does not make clear why 

ultranationalist and militaristic ideology existed in 

State Shintō, and how central they were to it. In its 

attempt to eliminate all activities of State Shintō, the 

Directive suggests that the Allies found 

ultranationalistic and militaristic ideology to be 

central to State Shinto. For an explanation of this, 

we turn to Religions in Japan, which claims that 

Tennoism, ostensibly one of four aspects of State 

Shintō, ceased to exist after the Directive’s 

implementation. Defined as the “belief in the 

emperor as…a manifestation of the Absolute,” 24 

Tennoism is depicted as an unwarranted worship of 

the emperor that had in turn propelled the belief 

that the nation of Japan was “specially favored by 

the gods.”25 The fact that it is the aspect of State 

Shintō most affected by the Directive suggests, from 

the Allied Powers’ perspective, that Tennoism is 

integral to the formation of militaristic and 

ultranationalistic ideology. The tone adopted in the 

description of Tennoism also made clear the 

extreme skepticism of the validity of such a belief, 

                                                             
23 Ibid, 85. 
24  Bunce, Religions in Japan: Buddhism, Shinto, 

Christianity, 108. 
25 Ibid, 109. 
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which, the authors state as fact, had been 

“manufactured” by the “founders of the new 

Japan.”26 

Both the Directive and the Report of 1948 

attribute Japan’s ultranationalism to the Japanese 

government’s artificial construction of State Shinto. 

The documents constantly refer to the Japanese 

government’s role in perpetuating the belief in the 

divinity of the emperor, and the accordingly 

elevated status of the Japanese empire. The 

government is deigned to have compelled the 

Japanese people into an officially designated religion 

or cult in the Directive, and the Report accuses the 

Japanese authorities for “mould[ing] the minds of 

the people to their own ends.”27 As such, State 

Shintō was thought to be a tool through which the 

Japanese government commanded obedience and 

loyalty to the Japanese emperor.   

Certainly, State Shintō displays some form of 

compulsion on Japanese subjects. In response to 

incidences of Japanese Christians’ refusal to 

participate in State Shintō rites, the philosopher 

Inoue Tetsujiro asserted that Christianity was 

incompatible with Japanese values, and pointed 

towards their belief in “a transcendent God” to 

prove that they could not be loyal subjects to the 

emperor.28 Clearly, what was at stake here was a 

certain reverence and obedience to the emperor; the 

                                                             
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28  Emily Anderson, “Christianity in the Japanese 

Empire: Nationalism, Conscience, and Faith in Meiji 

and Taisho Japan” (Ph.D., University of California, Los 

Angeles, 2010), 

http://search.proquest.com.libproxy1.nus.edu.sg/docvi

ew/862064639/abstract/B239EE2501C34FFDPQ/1, 

55-56. 

lack of these attributes had “threaten[ed]... the 

internal cohesion of the nation.”29 

However, what is often glossed over is the fact 

that such instances were few and far between.30 In 

fact, Japanese Christians were fairly accepting of 

State Shintō, and many attempted to show how 

Christianity conformed to the tenets of State 

Shintō.31 Hardacre also notes that most Christians 

“tended to see … [Shintō] school ceremonies as 

acceptable social custom that could be distinguished 

from religious worship.” 32  For the majority of 

Japanese Christians, State Shintō, even while 

propagating a sense of divinity around the figure of 

the emperor, seemed to be more about maintaining 

Japanese traditions – evident from the fact that they 

saw State Shintō rites as “social custom.”33 Even for 

the people who were most exposed to Western 

thought, State Shintō was more of an expression of 

Japanese identity than an explicit acknowledgement 

of the superiority of the Japanese emperor, race, and 

land.  

In its portrayal of Tennoism and, by extension, 

State Shintō as a single-minded propaganda 

campaign, the report of 1948 deliberately ignores 

the myriad discourses that had taken place in 

Japan’s grapple with the establishment of State 

Shintō. Far from being a uniform 

‘venerate-the-emperor’ theology when it was first 

established in 1868, State Shintō appeared to be 

more of a means to create a national identity – the 

Imperial Rescript on the Hikawa Jinja (1868) states 

that the first priority of the Imperial Family was to 

                                                             
29 Ibid. 
30 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 124. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
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“revive the rites and re-establish the fabric of the 

nation upon the unity of worship and government 

(saisei-icchi).”34 The subject of the matter here was 

not so much saisei-icchi, a term which has often 

graced discourse on the relationship between the 

Imperial Family’s supposed divine roots and its 

governance of Japan; rather, it was the 

re-establishment of national unity that was of larger 

importance. As such, the establishment of State 

Shintō started as an identification of things uniquely 

Japanese,35and not so much one that “[inculcated] 

loyalty and obedience.”36 

State Shintō’s role in facilitating 

ultranationalistic and militaristic tendencies may be 

incontrovertible, but a simple dismissal of State 

Shintō as an institution created purely to cultivate 

loyalty and obedience towards the Japanese 

monarch is problematic. Such discourse is perhaps 

indicative of a natural suspicion of the legitimacy of 

the Japanese Imperial Family through 

quasi-religious doctrines by the leaders of the Allied 

Powers. What was threatening was not merely the 

content of State Shintō; rather, it was also the 

perceived startlingly close relationship between the 

religious and the political spheres, which went 

against Western secularized democracy. The 

incompatibility of the Directive’s description of State 

Shintō with the Japanese experience further 

illustrates a gap in the Allied Powers’ perception. 

Preoccupied with their own notions of governance, 

the Allied Powers drafted a directive that was far 

                                                             
34 Picken, “State Shinto and the Post-1945 Situation,” 

91. 
35  James L Huffman, A Yankee in Meiji Japan 

(Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 

112. 
36  Bunce, Religions in Japan: Buddhism, Shinto, 

Christianity, 107. 

more concerned with disentangling the relationship 

between state and faith, and that, with all its 

condemnation of ultranationalism and militarism, 

failed to account for the presence of such ideology in 

institutions unaffiliated to the state. The continuing 

debates on remnants of State Shintō that are no 

longer related to the state (for example, the 

controversy surrounding the Yasukuni Shrine) are 

perhaps a consequence of these ambiguities.  
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